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On Jan. 21, 20 Nicaraguan representatives were sworn in as delegates to the Central American
Parliament (PARLACEN), thus increasing the number of PARLACEN deputies to 88, while
expanding its membership to include four of the six Central American countries. PARLACEN was
formed in 1991, after Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras ratified the treaty, giving birth to the
first Central American legislature in modern history (see NotiCen, 11/01/91, 08/07/92 and 10/23/92).
Both Nicaragua and Panama had also ratified the treaty, but until now neither had sent official
representatives because they had not yet elected their delegates in general elections (NotiSur,
05/20/94 and 10/28/94).
Costa Rica, for its part, has not yet ratified the treaty because that country which has a tradition
of democratic government that sharply differs from its neighbors has resisted most forms of legal
political integration with the other isthmian nations (see Update, 04/09/93). FSLN incorporation
gives rise to leftist bloc in PARLACEN Nicaragua finally elected its 20 representatives during
last October's general elections. With the incorporation of those delegates in late January, the
Parliament has now been expanded to a total of 88 members from four countries. In addition
to the 20 elected deputies from each member nation, the Parliament's statutes also call for the
outgoing president and vice president from each member country to automatically serve a term as
PARLACEN representatives.
Five Nicaraguan parties now hold seats in PARLACEN, including the governing Alianza Liberal,
with 10 seats, and the leftist Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN), with eight seats. All
told, 26 parties from the four member countries are now represented in PARLACEN, giving the
legislature broad political diversity. Stratification was a central goal in the creation of PARLACEN,
which has its origins in the Esquipulas peace accords that were signed in 1987. The aim was to create
a regional body where representatives of diverse political tendencies would have a permanent
forum to debate their positions, thereby contributing to regional political stability following the civil
wars that gripped Central America in the 1980s.
The FSLN's incorporation into PARLACEN paved the way for the formation of a new leftist bloc of
deputies in the legislature. On Jan. 29, the FSLN's eight deputies joined with two deputies from El
Salvador's Frente Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN), two representatives from
the leftist Frente Democratico Nueva Guatemala (FDNG), and one representative from Camino
Cristiano Nicaraguense to create a 13-member "Grupo de Izquierda" in the Parliament. Until now,
the legislature has been dominated by right-wing parties. "Our unification in PARLACEN is a
reflection of the new face of Central America," said FMLN representative Sigifrido Reyes. "Left
parties and organizations are rapidly winning important political space in the region." Leaders of
the leftist bloc say they will focus their efforts on measures to consolidate peace and improve respect
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for human rights, and they will seek to fortify democratic, pluralist, and participatory institutions in
Central America. PARLACEN struggles to gain legitimacy
The expansion of PARLACEN is expected to increase the organization's influence in Central
American affairs, while bringing more pressure to bear on Costa Rica to eventually ratify the treaty.
Nevertheless, the legislature will continue its uphill public-relations battle, since the institution
is generally regarded as a powerless organization that has contributed little to Central American
integration. Indeed, the legislature's decrees and accords are nonbinding, and regional treaties and
initiatives have generally been negotiated by the Central American governments through other
channels, such as regular presidential summits, ministerial-level meetings, and conferences among
legislators from national congresses.
Moreover, the PARLACEN deputies' US$2,600 per month salary paid for by each member nation for
its own delegates is widely criticized as an imprudent expense at a time when scarce resources are
forcing Central American governments to downsize and slash their budgets. And, the diplomatic
immunity enjoyed by PARLACEN deputies has generated an ongoing regional controversy since it
has allowed some officials to escape prosecution for alleged corruption in their own countries.
Former Honduran president Rafael Leonardo Callejas, for example, continues to use his diplomatic
immunity to avoid legal proceedings in a corruption case against him and other ex-members of
his administration (see NotiSur, 12/16/94 and 02/03/95). In early February, the Honduran National
Congress began deliberations on a bill to strip Callejas of his immunity. But even if the measure
is approved, the former president is expected to appeal to the Supreme Court, arguing that only
PARLACEN's general assembly has the legal authority to revoke his diplomatic rights. [Sources:
Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 10/31/96; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 01/09/97, 01/22/97;
Spanish news service EFE, 10/22/96, 10/23/96, 10/28/96, 01/21/97, 01/29/97, 02/04/97; El Tiempo
(Honduras), 11/20/96, 02/05/97]
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